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1.   Background
Community participation in the community 
developmental process through tourism occurred 
between the 1950s and 1960s, gaining its popularity in 
the early 1980s. Participation is said to be the crux of 
community tourism, however without empowerment, 
community development cannot be achieved, 
thus state the significance of participation and 
empowerment, travelling on similar trajectories from 
the margins to the center of development. Participation 
is not empowerment.  Empowerment is described 
as the power to do something on an individual or 
collective level.  Community participation and 
empowerment are necessary to get community support 
for community development. Studies highlight that 
participation does occur, but power, and control 
remain in the hands of chiefs, elders, leaders, and 
wealthy elites who are generally males. This indicate 
that empowerment remains a limitation factor to many 
communities. The aim of this study, to explore how 
has tourism contributed to the process of community 
development, facilitated through empowerment. This 
study utilizes a theoretical framework for assessing 
extent of community empowerment involved in 
tourism. Political, social, economic and psychological 
dimensions were examined to determine whether 
tourism in Lavena facilitates empowerment.
Community-owned tourism (COT) is defined as 
tourism initiatives used to achieve goals outlined by a 
particular community that maintains full control over 
a project, managed through a process of communal 
governance, minimizing damage to the immediate 
environment and promote greater societal well-
being, rather than solely focusing on profit. This 
study developed COT principles based on findings 
that include: promote governance and empowerment, 
set community-defi ned goals, promote community of 
ownership, involve community from the start in every 
aspect, distribute wide range of equitable benefits, 
contributes a fixed percentage of tourism income to 
community projects, promote greater societal well-
being, minimize damage to immediate environment 
and ensures environmental sustainability.
2.   Methodology
This study adopted quantitative and qualitative 
approach to research with a case study undertaken to 
guide research. Data was collected through Talanoa, 
interviews, inbound tourist survey and the researcher 
fi eld observation. In-depth interviews were conducted 
with senior officials from the National Trust of Fiji 
(NTF), Fiji Museum, Department of Lands, Fiji 
Visitors Bureau, hoteliers and tour operators in 
Taveuni, Chiefs, community elders, former and current 
managers, employees, village committee members 
and project coordinator. Random household socio-
economic survey was conducted to 55 households 
in Lavena.  An inbound tourism survey was also 
conducted and 43 tourists participated from America, 
Europe and Asia/Oceania region.
3.   Results
This study is comprised of fi ve chapters.  The fi rst 
chapter presents the background and the focus of 
this study. It presents the purpose, methodological 
approach and materials used, significance and 
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the overall structure of this thesis.  The second 
chapter is the literature review, which postulates the 
theoretical context of this study: community-owned 
tourism, community participation and community 
empowerment. The third chapter focuses on the study 
site that the empirical investigation is based, which is 
Lavena, located within the vicinity of Bouma National 
Heritage Park (BNHP), Fiji. The fourth chapter 
presents the findings of this study which identified 
that: (1) in political empowerment, participation does 
occur, people are empowered and are not limited by 
the societal structure it has due to good governance. 
Governance is the key to community structure 
which makes tourism unique in Lavena. This is one 
argument of this thesis, that despite Lavena have its 
own traditional social structure, this does not limit 
the community leaders from empowering its people 
to participate, interact, coordinate and be agents of 
change in the community. Empowering people with 
knowledge of themselves, their environment and 
the opportunities that exist, instilling the dream, 
knowledge and information to innovate, and providing 
the local people with the opportunity of finding 
and bridging the gap. Governance strengthened 
transparency and accountability in the management of 
the tourism project, tourism profi ts meeting community 
fundamental needs, enhancing ‘village community 
spirit’, and prosperity. In (2) social empowerment, the 
project has strengthened the bonds amongst Lavena 
community members, created community solidarity, 
people continue to have social interaction based on the 
values of ‘solesolevaki’ or collective community effort. 
These bonds were observed to structurally enforce 
indigenous Fijian norms and philosophies such as 
humility and respect, that guide appropriate behavior 
and conformance and maintain solidarity within the 
community. It entails obligations that encourage the 
exchange of goodwill, trust, reciprocity, respect and 
unity among community members. A fi xed percentage 
of tourism was also allocated to fund community 
development projects. In (3) economic empowerment, 
study indicates that more than 200 people have been 
employed since 1993, assistance was provided to 273 
students in the village from elementary, high school, 
universities and technical institutes, tourism staff 
are also provided with training, improved housing 
and 98% of respondents have electricity through 
solar.  Arts and crafts center is purposely built for the 
community to market handicrafts to tourists, selling of 
local/traditional foods and fruits at an affordable cost 
to guest and locals. In (4) psychological empowerment, 
equitable benefits have contributed to improving 
livelihoods of the local people. The community 
support the work of conservation at global, national, 
local and rural level, resulting in the community and 
school actively engaged in environmental activities 
fighting over climate change, establishing marine 
protected areas and conservation of national parks. 
Indicators mentioned contributes to the attainment 
of  SDGs at  a  global  level .  In  psychological 
disempowerment, the study indicates that 13% of 
respondents perceived that profits must be allocated 
to some social cultural obligations such as marriages 
& burials. The independence created by socio-cultural 
obligations reduces family well-being as much of the 
livelihood is used for social obligations. However, 
men respondents believe that this is a common nature, 
because of the social relations that connects everyone 
in the community, and collective community effort 
is practiced where all village members are obliged. 
Lastly, chapter five offers conclusions, limitations of 
this research and prospects for future research.  
4.   Conclusion
The significant findings are community as the 
‘ownership’ of the project, and governance in terms 
of making transparent decisions managing tourism 
business emphasizing on holistic approach and 
development. This conclusion also describes the 
contribution of this study to the fi eld of tourism. ■
